Identification of insect species often is only possible with the help of characters that do not have a direct selective value. Such characters may reflect pleiotropic action of genes. This hypothesis was tested in the carabid Pterostichus oblongopunctatus. The closely related species P. quadrifoveolatus has 3 large pits on each elytron, and prefers sites where wood has been burned. P. oblongopunctatus is a common forest species and two groups of morphs can be recognized: low-pitters with 4-5 pits on each elytron in a somewhat winding row, and high-pitters with 6-8 (or more) pits in a straight row. In dry forests the proportion of high-pitters is lower than in moist forests. Assuming pit numbers are genetically determined this suggests that low-pitters are favoured by relatively dry conditions, and high-pitters by moist conditions. Moreover, the shift of the proportion of high-pitters from year to year is correlated with the amount of precipitation in MayAugust, the period of larval development, especially with the accumulated deviations from the normal amount of rain. The latter suggests a genetical base for the two groups of morphs, which was supported by comparing the progeny of low-pitters with that of high-pitters. Selection experiments suggest that low-pitters are favoured by dry conditions and high-pitters by moist conditions during larval development. Samplings from different parts of Europe were in accordance with the hypothesis: In Poland, with a lower precipitation than Drenthe (The Netherlands), the proportion of low-pitters was higher, and in the Bavarian Alps, with about the same mean amount of precipitation as Drenthe, but on heavy loam, the proportion of high-pitters was higher than in Drenthe. The occurrence of some genotypes with a different moisture tolerance in the same population allows the species to occupy a wide range of forests, and to live with relatively small fluctuations in numbers in areas with highly unpredictable rainfall. The chance of the population to go extinct is decreased by spread of the risk over some genotypes with a differing tolerance of moisture conditions. P. quadrifoveolatus (with only 3 pits and considered to be a good species) represents the morph with a high tolerance of dry conditions, viz. after a forest fire.
INTRODUCTION

Many characters
by which insect species are separated taxonomically seem to be biologically irrelevant at first sight. Nevertheless, it could be an interesting question whether or not small but distinct differences in form and surface-structure of the clypeus, in the surface-structure of the elytra of beetles and of the scutellum of aculeates, in the exact number and position of bristles, etc., have any direct selective value. It can be supposed that natural selection has worked indirectly upon such properties.
They could be the result of pleiotropic actions of genes with a paramount importance, by which they might be used as a kind of indicators. The indirect selective value of such 'indicators' might even be more vital than the direct value of many evidently useful morphological properties, because the former are more rigidly separated (by definition) in closely related species than the latter kind of properties.
To be able to test the possible indirect selective value of such a character, an 'indicator' had to be found that, in spite of its high distinguishing power, also showed a measurable amount of variation, at least in one of the related species. For, in that case it might be possible to demonstrate the connection with the supposedly vital property. In the present paper we use as such a character the number of pits on the elytra of the ground beetle Pterostichus oblongopunctatus F.
The character The number of pits on each elytron is an important character to separate the ground beetle species (Carabidae) Pterostichus oblongopunctatus F. from P. quadrifoveolatus Letzner (= angustatus Dfts.). At least in The Netherlands, in spite of its name, P. quadrifoveolatus has 3 large pits on each elytron (only rarely 2 or 4: fig. 1 ). Throughout Europe, P. oblongopunctatus has 4-7 or more (up to 12) of such large pits on each elytron (only very rarely 3: fig. 1 ). P. oblongopunctatus is usually the most abundant carabid species in nearly every kind of forest of the Palearctic region. P. quadrifoveolatus, on the other hand, shows a highly fragmented distribution, because it has a preference for sites where wood has been burned.
A simple experiment showed this preference at the fields of the Biological Station (Drenthe, The Netherlands), where only incidentally single specimens of this species were found. After clearing of an area of wildshoots of pine in 1965, all branches were burned at a site of a few m2 in 1966. In 1967 more than a hundred specimens of P. quadrifoveolatus were caught in a few pitfalls at or close to this burned site (DEN BOER, 1977: 164, BR*) . A site where wood has been burned seems to be highly attractive for this species, and apparently it reproduces
